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PROJECT-GROUNDED RESPONSES: 
 DESIGN / RESEARCH

What made the design practice in your PhD project qualify as research 
practice – what did you do differently than if you would ‘just’ design?

Undertaking my PhD through practice-based research enabled the ability to con-
ceive and position the thinking, theorising and implementation of projects through 
a series of themes leading to designed outcomes. Through developing ‘fields of en-
quiry’, practice-based research allows for the emergence of new modes leading to 
the establishment of innovative design processes and methodologies in solving 
 issues of material thinking and production. This opportunity for design led exper-
imentation augments practice-based research informed through the tactile proce-
dures of design and making. Practice-based research differs greatly from profes-
sional designed work for it avails the constraints of delivering projects that rely on 
existing processes of knowledge for their real-world implementation. Whilst prac-
tical knowledge is brought into practice-based research it nevertheless is ‘freed’ 
from the expectations of client and manufacturer. Research by practice offers the 
foundations in which combinations of design innovation, material research and 
making can begin a rethinking of how space and spaces, objects and technologies 
can function differently and be more sustainable within our societies and urban 
built environments.

Benedict Anderson, Professor of Spatial Design (University of Technology Sydney)
Dissertation: The Architectural Flaw, 2005. Royal Melbourne University of Technology (RMIT)

This question needs to be flipped, as it was the nature of research and knowledge 
that was transformed through the lens of design practice rather than working to 
qualify practice as research. 

My design practice prior to undertaking a PhD was conducted as a mode of 
 enquiry regarding the concept of ‘interior’ through material, spatial and temporal 
productions. The PhD was taken up as an opportunity to foreground this on-going 
experimentation and to engage with a community of practice addressing design 
and research. I think that it is important to note here that my PhD was through prac-
tice – design as a verb; i.e. designing and hence generated research through design-
ing. This has different nuances to ‘design’ as a noun and as noted below, I am not a 
designer of artefacts.
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The mode of PhD I enrolled in at RMIT was / still is one that emphasised the 
PhD as part of one’s on-going practice – as situated in the practice. Thinking 
through doing was valued. This did not require a separation from practice, as pro-
jects are already understood as laboratories for experimentation. However the PhD 
became a critical space that enabled (demanded) a focus on research aspects of my 
practice that otherwise get overshadowed in the midst of demands such as budgets, 
deadlines and marketing. 

Perhaps the question is better posed as: ‘what made your creative practice re-
search qualify as a PhD, i.e. a significant contribution to knowledge?’ This expecta-
tion required me to work through several concepts that are intricate to knowledge 
and knowing, for example ‘context’ and the aim to fill gaps as a way of making a con-
tribution.

The effect of design as a discipline moving into areas of research and knowl-
edge heightens contemporary critiques of knowledge. Dominant concepts of know-
ing through research are based on a scientific paradigm and in particular an analyt-
ical model – an activity of self-knowing where cognition is foregrounded. In the 
disciplines of interior design and art, where my research is situated, the idea of the 
scientific paradigm that confirms the value of research as one of repetition by oth-
ers to achieve the same outcome is neither a useful measure nor orientation in at-
tending to subjectivities and production of the ‘new’. Hence many questions about 
the definition of research and underpinning givens such as evidence, truth and 
value needed to be rethought and transformed from assuming they ‘just’ are.

Suzie Attiwill, Deputy Dean, Learning & Teaching; Associate Professor of Interior Design (School of 
 Architecture and Design, RMIT University, Melbourne)
Dissertation: ?interior, practices of interiorization, interior designs, 2012. School of Architecture and Design, 
RMIT University

The simple answer is a shift in ‘purpose’ – why and where design happens. My BA 
degree is in orthodox product design; my foundation and methods are therefore 
based on the design of objects developed within the normative constraints of ma-
terials, manufacture and commerce etc. The purpose of these objects (and design) 
being orientated towards the consumer in the context of everyday life.

My motivations shifted during an MA in Design Products at the Royal College 
Art as I became more interested in questioning the systems and paradigms that di-
rect the design industry rather than simply becoming a part of it. The shift from de-
sign to design research did not happen overnight nor was it particularly conscious, 
I simply embraced the opportunity, provided by an open-minded and revolutionary 
course, to experiment with design practice and the purpose of its objects.
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Matthias Held

Bill Gaver in collaboration with his daughter Charlie, aged 8.

William Gaver
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DESIGN, AN UNDISCIPLINABLE PROFESSION

Klaus Krippendorff

Is Design a Discipline?

I offer three reasons for why this question does not deserve a yes-or-no answer:

• First is the implied existence of a true answer. My hope is that 
the deliberations in this book will shape a more nuanced an-
swer. 

• Second is the lack of clarity of what it means to be a discipline. 
Let me reflect on what makes a discipline a discipline:

To discipline is to punish someone for deviating from a norm. Academic disciplines 
educate what it takes to become part of a community of practitioners after which it is 
legitimate to discipline their disciples when not conforming to the prevailing expec-
tations. Academic disciplines are somewhat closed systems of beliefs in how reality 
is to be constructed. Biologists attend to a reality that has little to do with how physi-
cists see it, and economists do not care for how psychiatrist explain the world they 
claim to face. They all construct their own bubble so as to excel within them, largely 
independent of one another. In academic disciplines, deviance tends to be punished 
by exclusion, withdrawing the license to practice them, refusing to publishing unor-
thodox research in their journals, and resisting infringements by despised disci-
plines. Michel Foucault wrote of various disciplinary regimes in similar terms.1 

Claiming that ‘disciplines punish deviant disciples’ makes the epistemolo-
gical mistake of attributing agency to an abstraction. A discipline cannot act as 
 humans do. Claiming that ability hides the fact that it is disciples that police each 
other by invoking the abstract norms of the discipline they ventriloquise. Accord-
ingly, an affirmative answer to the leading question would invite designers to police 
each other for whether they qualify to be called designers, perhaps until they have 
succeeded to internalise the norms of their discipline and show evidence of having 
enough self-discipline to police themselves. My discomfort with the prospect of 
calling design a discipline leads to

• The third and more important reason for not giving a yes-or- no 
answer to the above is that questions of what we call design, 
what we expect designers to do, how we educate people to be-
come designers, and for what should designers be respected 
by their clients and society at large, are wide open. Let me try 
to answer some of them.
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What do We Want Design to Embrace?

Unfortunately, the word ‘design’ is being used variously. The sense of intentional-
ity is implied when scientists speak of designing experiments, architects propose 
buildings, and politicians devise policies. Design can serve as a synonym of fashion-
ableness as in ‘designer clothes’. Design can refer to a particular pattern, a clever 
assembly, or an outstanding arrangement. Dictionary definitions come closer to my 
conception by distinguishing design from natural processes of emergence. This 
leads to distinctions among design practitioners in such terms as fashion, product, 
service, graphic, engineering, or food designers. Let me not address the differences 
among these specialisations and locate design from a larger perspective.

I like to start with the well-documented fact that scientific predictions of tech-
nological and cultural developments are notoriously unreliable. Not that there are fu-
turists who claim to know what comes next. Some of them may well be believed by de-
signers who have the ability to make them come true in the manner of self-fulfilling 
prophecies. But the histories of predictions, scientific or prophetic, are full of failures. 
Instead of learning from failed predictions, their proponent stop mentioning them as 
soon as developments take unanticipated turns. Who could have predicted the advent 
of writing, automobiles and highways, airplane travel, personal computing, smart 
phones, the Internet, and digital commerce, before they actually happened? Yes, we 
have Moore’s law asserting that computing speed doubles roughly every two years. We 
have Ziff’s law predicting that frequently used words become shorter, more efficient 
in use. We know that the mass-production of technological devices, services, enter-
tainment, and games tends to homogenise the population of their users and in turn 
opens the doors for more mass-production. We can observe that digitalisation irre-
versibly reduces the size of everyday artefacts until they reach their human interfaces.2 
Such predictions, seemingly valid, concern simple measurable dimensions of our ma-
terial culture but say little about what we will wear, how we will communicate, which 
technologies will fascinate us and transform our lives in the near or distant future. 

To understand the failures of scientific predictions, it is important to recognise 
that predictions succeed only when the phenomena attended to are causally con-
nected. Patterns that have demonstrably persisted over time can be extrapolated 
into the future under the assumption that they continue to persist. Probabilistic pre-
dictions may not be perfect but cannot exceed what was expected at the time they 
were made. So, why do scientific predictions of technological and cultural develop-
ments fail? I contend that such failures are due to the social practices of designing. 

To me, ‘designing constitutes being human’.3 Arranging the furniture in one’s 
home is a design practice as is planning a vacation, writing an influential paper, 
building a business, passing a law, and creating art. Humans co-construct their 
worlds to dwell in them. All design practices introduce innovations into individual 
lives and society. By definition, innovations have no historical precedents and sup-
port novel ways of living, not necessarily to the better. It follows that design activi-
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